Qumran Cave 4 has been described as the mother lode of the Judean Desert caves, and as the hub of the Qumran manuscript collection.* Situated a stone's throw from the buildings of Qumran, on the southern spur of the western marl plateau, its mere location argues for a connection with the Qumran settlement. Added to that are the many connections between the Cave 4 manuscript collection and the manuscript collections in the other ten Qumran caves.1 This article will investigate the archaeology of Cave 4, followed by a glimpse at the nature of its collection. By bringing together these two types of evidence, a plausible reconstruction of the function of Cave 4 in the late Second Temple period can be obtained.
Harding discovered the location of the cave and removed the clandestine diggers. De Vaux then undertook the excavation of the cave in September of 1952. A preliminary report of the findings, written by de Vaux, was published posthumously in DJD 6. The final report has yet to be published. According to de Vaux's report, the archaeologists explored for themselves the lower layers of the cave and one small concealed chamber (probably de Vaux's "obscure nook"; see below). The Bedouin had dug their own entrance, and the archeologists now discovered the original entrance. Although by the time the archaeologists entered the cave, the Bedouin had already removed at least a meter of debris containing manuscript fragments, de Vaux and his workers collected nearly 1000 fragments from perhaps 100 manuscripts.3 Cave 4a's principal chamber (Chamber 1) had an east-west orientation; it was 8 m in length and a maximum of 3.25 m in width, with a maximum height of 3 m. It is open to the east (toward the settlement) by a window that overlooks the ravine that separates Caves 4-5 and 10 from the south end of the marl plateau on which the ruins of Qumran sit. In front of this window an oblong trench was dug, 1 m long and 65 cm deep. Chamber 1 also had small niches hollowed out of its walls above floor height. According to de Vaux, "almost all" of the recovered documents and pottery came from this chamber.4
In the centre of the south wall of Chamber 1, a second chamber (Chamber 2) was dug toward the south. It sits at a higher level than Chamber 1. Its ceiling and most of its walls have eroded away. At the time of its discovery it did not contain any documents or pottery.
A third chamber was dug at a southwest angle from the main chamber, at a lower level. It was not more than 2 m in height, 2 m long and 2.5 m in width.
Between Chambers 2 and 3 an "obscure nook"5 was dug out from the south wall, which was accessed by an irregular descent cut into the floor of Chamber 1. It was sunk 1.3 m below the floor, and was 1.45 m in height. According to de Vaux, it contained much debris that had slid down from Chamber 1, in addition to a small jug.
